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PART ONE


CHAPTER ONE


“YES, MOM. THE refrigerator is full of fruit and vegetables,” I said.

“Turn on that camera thingy. I want to see what you’ve missed,” my mother said.

“Mom, do we have to?”

“I can drop by tomorrow and finish things off for you.”

Thankfully, the ring of the doorbell signaled a way out of this hellish nightmare.

“Mom, I’ve got to go. There’s someone at the door.”

“Go answer the door, Samuel. I can wait.”

“Mom, I really have to go. I’ll call you after work tomorrow.”

“Don’t try to be a hero on day one. Pace yourself,” my mother said.

“Mom, I’m a firefighter. I must react to everything at one hundred and ten percent every time. Else people die.”

“Don’t let those dead people be you, Samuel.”

“I’m hanging up now, Mom. Say hi to Dad for me.”

I dropped my phone onto the couch the second I pressed end call. Both my ear and hand were uncomfortably hot. I dreaded thinking about how I looked. A second ring of the doorbell snapped me into action. That’s right; there’s someone at the door. I wondered who it could be. My living room remained full of empty boxes from the move. There was crap everywhere. Still, I didn’t want to keep them waiting any longer. If there’s one thing I hated, it was poor manners. Unused to peepholes, I rushed over and opened the door.

“Hi sweetie, I’m Wanda.”

Standing before me was a woman of my mother’s age, but dressed nothing like her. Blonde and petite, and with a face that would have turned heads thirty years earlier, she stood smiling while holding a large casserole pot.

“Where do you want me to put it?” Wanda asked, forcing herself inside and heading towards the kitchen.

“Come on in, Wanda,” I said, beneath my breath.

“Don’t worry, I know the way. Your apartment is a mirror image of mine.”

“Oh, are you Wanda Sykes from next door?”

“So you’ve heard about me then, sweetie?”

Following Wanda to the kitchen gave me time to figure out why she made me feel uncomfortable. To start with, she wore an oppressive amount of floral perfume that made me cough and sneeze. Then she dressed in a black, long-sleeved silk shirt, and while it had several buttons down the front, only two of them were fastened. And those two were quite a long way down the front, leaving her buxom chest covered by little more than a black lace bra. A leopard-skin miniskirt held a surprisingly taut backside in place. While black fence net stockings drew the eye from the miniskirt to a pair of black suede four-inch block heel ankle boots. I struggled to imagine this was her typical Sunday afternoon outfit.

“I’ve seen your name on the door intercom, Wanda. Your button is next to mine.”

“Yes, that’s right, Sam. Let me tell you a little about me.”

Wanda informed me she was single, over thirty, a Virgo, and wasn’t seeing anyone at present. Although she had a couple of gentlemen callers that I might bump into in the hallway. But they were more sugar daddies than prospective partners.

“How about you, sweetie? What’s your story?” Wanda asked, moving a box and sitting on my lounge.

“I’ve just moved here. I’m a firefighter, and I’ll be working at ‘Fire Station 23’.”

“You’re obviously single.”

I looked around the room. She had a good eye. Whether it was the gaming setup attached to the television or the trophies displayed on the cabinet. I guess I saw her point.

“Yes, I moved here from La Crosse,” I said.

“Well, you are in luck, Sam. There’s a shortage of men in this town, and I know a lot of single women.”

My mind instantly jumped to the ages of the single women. My gut told me Wanda’s friends might well be double my age. Or possibly older.

“Do you have plates and cutlery?” Wanda asked.

“Sure, but they’re not unpacked yet.”

“I’ll put the casserole in the oven.”

“Sorry, Wanda. I was just heading to the gym.”

With that, I grabbed my gym bag and hurried to the door. Wanda didn’t take the hint at first.

“Perhaps you could spot for me?” I said.

“Don’t worry. I’m going soon. I just wanted to drop by and welcome you to the building.”

“Well, thanks for dropping by. It’s nice to see another friendly face.”

After wrangling Wanda out into the hall, I headed for the elevator. As I pushed the button to summon my ride, I heard a door open behind me. Don’t tell me that Wanda has done a quick change and is coming to the gym with me. I turned, only to be pleasantly surprised. Behind me stood the gorgeous girl from the other side of the building. I didn’t know which apartment she came from, but I remembered that face and that body from a single sighting when I was moving in.

“I see you’ve escaped the clutches of Wanda,” the girl said.

“Yes, thankfully I needed to go to the gym. By the way, I’m Sam,” I said, holding out my hand.

“Welcome to the building, Sam.”

“And you are…”

“…I’m Samantha. It should be pretty easy to remember my name.”

The elevator arrived, thankfully with no occupants.

“After you,” I said, placing my hand in the elevator doorway to keep the door open.

“Well, at least I know you are a gentleman.”

I followed Samantha into the elevator and stood beside her. Her subtle musky aroma quickly dusted over me. After pushing the ground floor button, I stared directly at the five on the wall that indicated our floor. As the numbers counted down, I took the opportunity to check out Samantha using a series of reflections. Dressed in a simple taupe long-sleeved sweater with faded blue jeans and black suede ankle boots, she was everything Wanda wasn’t. Young, probably around twenty years old, and statuesque, perhaps three inches shorter than me in heels, she possessed almost iridescent skin. Striking sapphire blue eyes and long blonde hair didn’t hurt her attractiveness, either.

“I’d be careful of Wanda. She’s got quite the reputation around here,” Samantha said.

“Thanks for the words of warning.”

“I’d hate to see you get bailed up like your predecessor.”

As the elevator came to a halt, the bell signaled it was time to exit. I held the door back for Samantha.

“Give me your phone,” Samantha said.

I pulled my phone from my pocket and handed it over.

“If you need to be saved from Wanda, just message SOS to me. I’ll come running.”

“Thank you, Samantha.”

I pretended to ruffle through my bag as I watched Samantha head towards the front door. Just as she reached the unlock button, she turned, and caught me red-handed. Instead of looking angry, she smiled, pushed the button and headed out onto the street. There she met a guy, who opened the car door and helped her in. A few seconds after the car pulled away, my phone dinged.

“Don’t be concerned. He’s just my brother,” Samantha messaged with a wink emoji.


CHAPTER TWO


MONDAY MORNING, I awoke with butterflies in my stomach. I’d never been this far from the mighty Mississippi River before. And La Crosse was hardly what you’d call a large town. While possessing scenic vistas second to none, it wasn’t exactly a commercial or cultural hub. And though I’d worked at the number one fire station in town, there were only two, after all. Reflecting the slow pace of life, snow-filled winters and relatively small number of households. Still, La Crosse had been a wonderful place to grow up. And I even crossed the state border into Minnesota a few times.

“Oh, hello sweetie. How are you this morning?” Wanda asked as I locked my door.

“It’s day one at a new job. I’m a little nervous.”

“Well, I packed you some lunch and a few snacks.”

Wanda handed me a lunchbox, quite similar to the one my mother used to pack for me to take to school. Only Wanda wasn’t dressed anything like my mother. A black negligee was accompanied by black fluffy mules with a four-inch heel.

“Thank you, Mrs. Sykes,” I said.

“It’s Miss Sykes, Sam. But please call me Wanda.”

Not wanting to cause any more of a scene, I placed the lunchbox in my backpack.

“I don’t know how to thank you.”

“A kiss on the cheek will suffice.”

As I moved forward, Wanda sprung towards me, throwing her arms around my neck. Thankfully, my backpack acted as a buffer. Else, I’m sure her double barrels would have left quite an impression. True to her word, Wanda placed her left cheek against my lips, almost forcing me to pucker up. But she wasn’t done at one side. She instantly pulled back an inch and swapped cheeks, prompting me to kiss the other side as well.

“We can pick up from where we left off tonight,” Wanda said.

I felt my heart race as I headed for the elevator. Thankfully, the door opened the second I pushed the button. I didn’t look around but heard Wanda send me off with one last comment.

“Be sure to return to me safely, Sam,” Wanda said.

I didn’t breathe until the floor sign showed I’d left the fifth floor. My face felt warm. I’d counted at least four other people on the fifth-floor corridors witnessing Wanda’s performance.

Not wanting to risk further embarrassment, I headed for the front door as quickly as my legs could carry me. I didn’t look back. Nor did I look up, for fear of prompting a long-distance display of affection. As I opened the door, I spotted Samantha approaching. Thank goodness she didn’t see Wanda’s performance. I held the door open and went to say hello. But quickly noticed she was accompanied by a young guy. I wasn’t sure whether he was her brother, as I hadn’t seen the driver the day before. She smiled and mouthed ‘hi’ before leading the guy towards the elevator.

I turned as I closed the door, taking the opportunity to admire Samantha’s physique. She wore a black lace bustier with vertical ribbing all around. A pair of black lace shorts sat low, leaving a solid inch of bare skin below the bustier. A pair of black, four-inch stiletto ankle boots completed the outfit. One which seemed more appropriate for late nights at a club than for 6:15 am on a Monday morning. And with her long blonde hair flowing wild and free, she looked like she’d only just arrived home from a club.

The cool morning air filled my lungs on my fifteen-minute walk to work. Milwaukee’s ‘Fire Station 23’ sat five blocks south and six blocks west of my apartment. That was my main reason for choosing to live there. Apart from crossing ‘Interstate 94’, it was a peaceful walk. Only interrupted by a single ding from my phone.

“Thanks for being a gentleman again. And don’t worry. He’s merely a client,” Samantha messaged with a wink emoji.

“I nearly sent you an SOS this morning.”

The walk gave me time to prepare myself for the new environment and workmates. I’d only ever spoken to my boss on the telephone. And then there was a crew of more than a dozen. Numbers that dwarfed my single vehicle station back in La Crosse. I’d never met any of my co-workers before, either. New town, new workmates, new life. I felt apprehensive about meeting everyone in person for the first time.

The fire station came into view well before I stepped onto the apron. Its distinctive cream bricks started appearing from halfway down the block. Against the pretty white cottages, it was almost impossible not to notice. And as I approached the prominent building, my new home came into view. ‘Engine 23’ was even shinier than I imagined. While not what you’d call new, the bright red and white paintwork shimmered in the early morning sun. It had recently been washed and sat baking dry in the sunshine while a couple of the crew polished the chrome.

I felt it nigh on impossible to wipe the smile off my face. But when I stood directly in front of ‘Fire Station 23’, admiring the two life-saving vehicles and their crews, I felt a tear run down my cheek. After crossing the road, I stepped onto the apron and approached one of the crew working on ‘Engine 23’.

“Hi, I’m Sam. Could you please direct me to Vincent?”

“Hi Sam, I’m Gus. Welcome to the ‘twenty-three’. Follow me.”

Gus didn’t lead me in through the front door. It was get-ready time, and everyone was on the floor. There were crew members cleaning, testing and packing gear for the day ahead. Something that I was all too familiar with. And as I found out, Vincent wasn’t the hands-off kind of boss I’d experienced in La Crosse.

“Vinny, Sam is here,” Gus said, before turning and heading back to continue his polishing.

“Sam, nice to see you made it before our first callout. I was getting worried,” Vinny said, glancing up at the clock.

I instantly made a note to ask my buddy what time I should arrive. Vinny led me to the locker rooms and gave me the code to my locker.

“Check your safety gear first. Make sure it fits. Then I’ll introduce you to your buddy,” Vinny said.

With that, Vinny returned to his work.

Gus turned out to be my buddy. He seemed both experienced and level-headed. I really couldn’t have asked for more. I watched him prepare the gear for the day’s activities before he introduced me to the rest of the crew. With no action all morning, I got the chance to settle in. I always found that a solid gym workout helped with the nerves. But early afternoon, the sirens signaled it was time for action. I followed Gus to the fire engine, holding on for a short trip to the banks of the Kinnickinnic River. Even though I was asked to stand back and watch, I soaked in a lot during that hour. About how Vinny and the crew operated as a team.

Around 4:00 pm, the night shift arrived. And it was time to head home.

“Where do you live, Sam?” Gus asked.

“The Shoe Factory Lofts in Walker’s Point.”

“Well, that’s good to know. I’ll need to make a few changes for the night shift,” Vinny said.

Vinny’s comment sailed high over my head. But I decided not to ask for clarification.


CHAPTER THREE


AFTER CONFIRMING A suitable starting time with Gus, I headed off on the fifteen-minute walk home. I’d been offered a ride but declined to get some exercise. Plus, I was still exploring Milwaukee, especially the Walker’s Point district. Rather than follow the same path I’d taken earlier in the day, I headed east and crossed the interstate further south, before turning north by the river. Fifteen minutes turned into forty-five, getting me home just before 5:00 pm.

I checked my mailbox, perhaps a little hopefully. After all, I’d only moved in two days before. What type of mail did I really expect? But I cleared some junk mail before locking the mailbox again.

“You’ll get plenty of that,” a female voice from behind said.

I turned to see Wanda smiling broadly.

“I hope you had enough snacks. A big piece of beefcake like you,” Wanda said, reaching up and squeezing my right bicep.

“Yes, that was awfully thoughtful of you.”

“I’m baking an orange poppyseed cake. I’ll pack some for you to take tomorrow.”

Wanda stood before me with her hand out. It took me a few seconds to cotton on.

“Yes, thank you for the loan of the lunchbox, Wanda. I have one still packed away somewhere.”

“There’s no rush. No one is using this one anymore. I’ll wash it out before I put the orange poppyseed cake in it.”

I moved towards the front door, with Wanda in pursuit. As I entered the code and pushed the door lock button, the door opened, and Samantha walked out. While not wearing exactly the same outfit I’d seen earlier, it was similar. A young guy with impeccable posture followed closely behind.

“Thank you, Sam. Aren’t you just the perfect gentleman,” Wanda said, walking inside while I held the door open, watching Samantha and her companion closely.

Samantha hugged her companion. Perhaps it was another visit from her brother? Either way, they seemed to be quite close. At Wanda’s insistence, I rushed across the lobby to the open elevator.

“You needn’t have waited, Wanda.”

I kept an eye trained on the building entrance as the elevator door closed. Thankfully, another apartment dweller shared the elevator with us. Else, I’d have been worried for my safety.

“How was your first day at the firehouse, Sam?” Wanda asked.

“Oh, you’re a fireman. That’s so hot,” a guy standing beside me said.

“Yes, Derek. But he’s not here to stoke your twisted fantasies,” Wanda said, pulling me towards her.

“It was just a ‘get to know everyone’ day,” I said.

“Is your boss a nice guy, Sam?”

“He’s a little serious. But someone has to be,” I said as the elevator stopped, and the doors opened.

“Hi Sam, I’m Derek. I look forward to seeing plenty more of you real soon,” Derek said, holding out his slender hand.

I shook Derek’s hand gently, trying hard not to break anything, much to Wanda’s chagrin.

As soon as the doors closed, Wanda counted to three before unleashing.

“It used to be that men were men and women were women. And now we have girly men like Derek and all sorts of options in between. This building has gone to the dogs, Sam.”

Wow, how am I supposed to respond to that?

“At least everyone seems friendly.”

Feeling rather thankful when the elevator stopped, and the doors opened, my feelings quickly changed. Instead of heading to her apartment, Wanda followed me to mine.

“I’ll see you later, Wanda.”

“Oh, I’ve got time for a cuppa. Are you a tea or coffee drinker?”

“Tea…white…no sugar…thanks,” I said, somewhat perplexed as Wanda charged towards the kitchen.

I headed to the bathroom, dropping off my backpack in my bedroom on the way.

“I knew you’d have a California King,” Wanda said unexpectedly from behind.

I turned to see Wanda sitting at the end of the bed, trying out the springs. She was even relaxed enough to slide her backside up the bed until her ass sat against my pillow and her four-inch stilettos rested on the comforter.

Holy crap. Now she’s in my bedroom. What the hell am I going to do to get her out of here? I washed my face, keeping one eye on Wanda in the mirror. After moving to sit with her back against the headboard, she slid her backside down the bed and rested her head on my pillow.

“I’m 6ft 5in. Anything else is too short.”

“You have such broad shoulders, Sam. What do you weigh?”

Thankfully, I heard the doorbell ring.

“Let me get that,” I said, sprinting for the door.

I didn’t even bother to check who was outside. For all I knew, it could have been Derek in a bear suit. I didn’t care. Just let it be someone stable.

“Hi Sam. I hope this timing isn’t inconvenient,” Samantha said.

“No, not at all. Come in, Samantha.”

“It looks like the postman put your mail in the wrong slot,” Samantha said, handing me an opened envelope. “I’m sorry that I didn’t check the addressee before opening it.”

“Shall we have that cup of tea now?” Wanda said, strutting from the bedroom wearing nothing but her bra, panties, and stiletto heels.

“Hi Wanda. Have you forgotten where you live again?” Samantha asked.

“Hi Samantha. Haven’t you got a line of young men to service?”

I opened the envelope and pulled out a catalogue. It was for women’s shoes. And not just any shoes. These were best described as hooker heels. Still trying to understand why this catalogue had come to me, I suddenly realized I wasn’t alone. And shoved it back into the envelope.

“I’ve got a pair just like those on the cover,” Samantha said.

That made Wanda snatch the envelope out of my hands.

“What are you doing with this smut?” Wanda said. “A handsome boy like you doesn’t need pornography.”

“I think he’s looking to buy something pretty, Wanda.”

Wanda dropped the envelope and catalogue and headed for the door.

“Derek can give you tips on walking in heels,” Samantha said, more than a little too loudly.

With the door closed, I breathed out. And slowly in. It took a few minutes for my pulse to return to normal.

“Don’t forget the SOS button next time,” Samantha said as she headed for the door. “Oh, and I find the peephole in the door to be valuable. It’s not always strangers that are the problem.”

“Thank you, Samantha. I didn’t think you were serious about the SOS.”

Samantha’s words stuck with me. I’d never lived in an apartment block before. And I imagined that even if I had, this particular apartment block would be one of the more challenging. Sure, everyone seemed friendly. That wasn’t the issue. I never felt threatened, not that many people could threaten me physically. But the mix of people, and their lack of barriers, concerned me more than a little. That’s why I instantly employed the door peephole to manage drop-in visitors. And on that first night, I avoided Derek bearing a bottle of pink champagne and a late-night visit from a negligee-clad Wanda. Later that night, my phone dinged.

“And don’t worry. That guy was merely a client,” Samantha messaged with a wink emoji.


CHAPTER FOUR


HAVING SUCCESSFULLY AVOIDED Wanda, I walked the fifteen minutes to work. Starting thirty minutes earlier must have thrown off Wanda’s surveillance. Meaning I was snack-deprived, but a little less ruffled when I arrived. Instead of everyone preparing the vehicles for the day ahead, trickles of crew members filed into the change rooms. I used the quiet time to test my memory of my crew members’ names. Because of the change of shift, I found it difficult to distinguish a few members of the day shift from the night shift. Else I pretty much nailed it.

“Hey Gus, how did things go overnight?” I asked.

“It was a pretty quiet one. Just two rescues and no fires.”

“I’m looking forward to getting more involved today.”

“You need to watch and observe for a little while yet.”

As I opened my locker, something instantly jumped out at me. Instead of everything being exactly where I’d left it the night before, all of my safety gear was missing, instead being replaced by a toy set. The hat was plastic, the clothes were nylon, and the boots were…quite inappropriate. There was even a belt with a series of utility items attached to it.

“Okay, I guess I’m getting pranked,” I said.

“The less you react, the quicker they’ll lose interest.”

I grabbed a box and placed it on the chair beside my locker. First, I pulled out the shiny red dress with fluorescent yellow tape around the wrists, chest and skirt hem. I carefully folded it up and placed it on the chair. Next, I picked up a pair of black suede four-inch stiletto knee boots and sat them on top of the dress. Next came the utility belt, chock-full of essentials like a makeup mirror, lipstick, eye shadow pen, and powder compact. I folded it carefully before placing it on the pile. Finally, I picked up the Barbie-pink fire chief’s hat and placed it on top of the pile.

“Any idea where my safety gear will be, Gus?” I asked.

“If I know Vinny, it’ll be in the female restrooms.”

Sure enough, the initiation was over quite quickly after I swapped my box of Halloween treats with my safety gear. Vinny and the boys lined the path to the female restrooms, cackling and wolf-whistling to their heart’s content.

After completing my walk of shame, most of the crew settled down. Although an invitation to a Barbie party was dropped into my locker during the day. It even came with a drinks voucher for a place called LaCage Nightclub. I didn’t want to be seen reacting, so I placed the invitation in my backpack and went about my day. In my experience, the initiation activities lasted about a week. After that, the crews moved on. Although in a busy station like ‘Fire Station 23’, I hoped it might not last that long.

Vinny said hardly a word to me during the day. I put it down to delegation. Gus had been well and truly keeping me on the straight and narrow. My role was to watch and learn, not to get in the way. Still, I got weird vibes any time I came in contact with Vinny. At the end of my shift, I walked into his office to check in. As I went to close the door, Vinny spoke.

“Would you leave that open, thanks?” Vinny asked.

“Sure, boss. I just wanted to check in with you.”

“On the work front, you seem to do what’s asked,” Vinny said.

“Are there any issues?”

“Not at this stage, Sam.”

“Do you have a problem with where I’m living, Vinny?”

“I understand it takes all types. But I have a station to run. And the slightest hesitation can be catastrophic. Live your life as you please, but don’t bring it into the fire station,” Vinny said.

“Sorry, do you think I’m gay?”

“It’s not my job to judge your life choices. But I have a dozen men whose lives depend on me. And the team comes first.”

As I went to speak, a message came in on the radio. Vinny jumped into action, offering help to a neighboring station. Understanding the severity of the situation, I left Vinny’s office and headed home. Gus was walking out as I ambled through the parking lot.

“Gus, can I ask you something?”

“Sure, but can we do it as I drive?”

“Vinny thinks I’m gay. And has a massive problem with that,” I said.

“Don’t worry, he’ll come around when he sees you in action.”

“What is it about me that makes him think I’m gay?”

“You live in the Shoe Factory Lofts, don’t you, Sam?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“We’ve had plenty of callouts there. He’s very familiar with the building.”

“Not everyone who lives there is gay.”

“As far as Vinny is concerned, you are guilty until proven innocent.”

After being dropped off, I headed to the letterbox. Again, I was perhaps a little hopeful. But apart from some flyers for local businesses, the box remained empty.

“Looking for more pornographic catalogues, are we?” a female voice came from behind.

This time I recognized the voice, sight unseen.

“Hi Wanda. How has your day been?”

I turned to see Wanda had outdone herself on the dressing front. She resembled a truck-stop hooker. As I waited for a reply, Samantha opened the front door and passed by. She was followed by a young guy. Not one I’d seen before, but cut from a similar cloth.

“I know that Samantha was merely trying to get rid of me…,” Wanda said.

“…Sam, you need to stop by. I signed for your delivery,” Samantha interjected.

The silence was deafening as Wanda, Samantha and I took the elevator to the fifth floor. Once disembarked, I waited while Samantha ducked into her apartment. She came back with a large box and handed it to me.

“The postman delivered it to the nearest warm body,” Samantha said.

With Wanda watching intently, Samantha pulled the lid off the box and lifted a black patent leather six-inch platform heeled over-the-knee boot.

“Wow, I’ve never seen these in a size fifteen, Sam.”

I glanced towards Wanda, who by this stage had run for her apartment door.

“Keep hold of them for a while. They’ll act as Wanda repellent,” Samantha whispered.

“But how, when, where?”

“The Shoe Boutique sent me the wrong size one time. And didn’t want to pay for them to be returned.”

I wandered towards my apartment door. Struggling to open the door with my hands full, I bumped my backpack on the wall as I headed inside.

About half an hour later, I heard my doorbell ring. This time I checked the peephole. Wanda stood at my door holding a pink envelope. I held my breath until Wanda bent down and slid the envelope under my door. I picked it up. Don’t tell me I dropped the Barbie Party invitation on my way into the apartment? Leaning against the door, embarrassed, I pulled out my phone.

“Thanks for saving me again, Samantha,” I messaged.

“It’s what I do. Remember, I’m only an SOS away.”

“I figured I could handle Wanda.”

“Don’t misjudge little-old Wanda. She’s a force of nature.”

“Who was the guy you were with when I got home?” I asked, prompting Samantha to reply with a single wink emoji.


PART TWO


CHAPTER FIVE


SAMANTHA’S WORDS ECHOED in my head. As much as I didn’t want to leave size fifteen hooker heels lying around my apartment, I wanted Wanda to feel comfortable even less. I scanned the room to find the most prominent location. Ah, that’s it. In plain view, check. Visible from the front door, check. And acting as a Wanda deterrent to keep her out of my bedroom, check again. After carefully staging my new display, I put my backpack away.

“A little birdie tells me you are heading out tonight.” Samantha messaged.

“Bloody Wanda. She's got a mouth like a torn pocket.”

“It wasn't her, but I can't disagree with you.”

I picked up the invitation and read it thoroughly for the first time. It clearly suggested that my co-workers, Crew C, were meeting up for drinks at the LaCage Nightclub. And the first drink was free.

“I’m not sure if I'll go,” I messaged.

“Don’t let the bastards get you down.”

“I suppose I should…”

“…perhaps you can break in the new boots, Sam.”

“I’m sure that will go down well with the crew. Especially Vinny,” I messaged.

“Let me know when you are leaving and I'll show you the way.”

Now, that was something that raised my spirits. I imagined walking into the bar with Samantha on my arm. All the guys would be jealous. And no-one would question my sexuality ever again.

“Thanks, Samantha, I’ll knock on your door in about half an hour.”

After shaving and showering, I felt my energy levels increase. Wow, spending one-on-one time with Samantha would be a dream. That was something I never imagined I’d be doing this quickly. Sure, I’d had girlfriends before. But none of them looked like Samantha. And both my previous girlfriends took me at least six months to ask out. I guess I’d inherited my father’s shyness. But things worked out well for him in the end. I looked in the mirror. Wearing my best shirt, tightest jeans and smothering myself with cologne may just do the trick.

After locking my apartment door, I turned and almost stepped on Wanda.

“I see you are not wearing your new boots tonight?” Wanda asked.

“I’ve been so busy I haven’t had more than half an hour to wear them in.”

“I don’t want to hear about your perversions, Sam.”

Thankfully, after defusing Wanda, there was no-one else between my door and Samantha’s. I knocked a little loudly, obviously overexcited about spending quality time with Samantha. The second the door opened, I felt my pulse skyrocket. While she wore a simple, stone-colored off the shoulder dress with lace flowers, all the attention shifted to her gorgeous face. Her sapphire blue eyes screamed ‘look at me’, while her plump crimson lips cried out, ‘kiss me’. A pair of tan suede knee boots with a three-inch block heel completed the outfit perfectly.

“You look…” I said.

“…hurry, don’t let that elevator go, Sam.”

I rushed across, placing my hand between the door sensors just in time.

“Your chariot, my lady.”

The ride down was brief, with the elevator stopping on the floor beneath ours. As the doors opened, in walked Derek, sporting a full face of makeup.

“Wow, I can’t recall you wearing that much clothing,” Derek said.

“Derek, you must tell me. Which clown did you steal that look from?”

“I see you’ve got your talons firmly into this hunk already, Samantha.”

“Well, he is kind of cute, I suppose. In a straight-guy way,” Samantha said.

I felt unhappy about being the subject of the discussion. But under no circumstances did I want to intervene. Not unless punches were being thrown.

“What’s the bet I could turn him? One night with me and he’d be bent for good,” Derek said.

“No-one is taking that bet,” I interjected.

“See, he protests too much. I told you he fancied me, Samantha.”

“Gee, clown-like and delusional. What a combination!”

Once we exited the building, Derek headed quickly up the street with a few of his friends who’d been waiting. That reduced Samantha’s annoyance level, which in turn restored my zen. I mean, here I was walking down the street with the most gorgeous girl I’d seen in Milwaukee. And I wanted to cherish every second of it.

“Follow me; it’s this way,” Samantha said, heading in the same direction as Derek.

Our apartment building took up almost the entire first block. The following block contained two apartment buildings, both of which were far newer than ours. The quiet clip clock of Samantha’s boots echoed up and down the street. And each time we arrived at a crossroads, a gush of cool air surged up from the nearby Kinnickinnic River. I felt like reaching out and holding Samantha’s hand, but decided it would be too forward. Crossing the next set of lights, the architecture turned business instead of residential.

“That place on our left, ‘The Old Duck’, has great cocktails and is LGBTQ+ friendly,” Samantha said.

Knowing Samantha’s dry sense of humor, I guessed she was being playful about my LBGTQ+ status at work.

“Interesting name. I’ll keep the cocktails in mind.”

A little further down the block, the sidewalk became a little more crowded. And chatter emanated from every establishment around us.

“The ‘Giving Tree Garage’ has the best craft beer garden in town,” Samantha said.

“Probably more my thing than cocktails. I’ll put it on the must-visit list.”

Suddenly, I felt Samantha’s hand touch mine. While coming as a surprise, I was in no way looking to break the bond.

Samantha held my hand tightly as she led me between two cars parked by the curb. Her soft skin felt wonderful beneath my calloused fingers. Although her hand appeared quite small, her grip proved surprisingly strong. I followed her lead, looking both ways and crossing the street, before heading towards the beer garden. But rather than going inside, she stopped by the gate and pointed to the menu board.

“It’s awesome in the summer. There’s something for everyone. Fifty-five unique beers all brewed on site,” Samantha said excitedly.

While our hands were still joined, Samantha stood a few inches in front of me. I desperately wanted to slide my arm around her back and pull her close to me. To breathe in her incredible scent, filling my lungs with her wondrous spirit. But I settled for holding her hand while she pointed out all the nuances of the beer offering. I suppose when in Milwaukee, as they say.

“My friend Richard works the bar on a Friday night,” Samantha said.


CHAPTER SIX


WHILE I FELT a little jealous of Richard being called a friend, I looked down to see our hands still connected. How could I feel jealous of Richard? He should be feeling jealous of me. I listened to Samantha share stories of summer nights spent at the ‘Giving Tree Garage’, sampling all sorts of ales, and partying well into the night. And of Milwaukee’s long and rich history of brewing. Something Samantha was sure proud of. If it was important to Samantha, it should be to me.

After heading across the street again, we continued heading north. Our hands were still interlocked, something I felt in no hurry to change. Samantha could chat once you got her started. And the bright smile on her face told me how much she loved sharing her city with someone new.

“On our left is ‘La Dama Mexican’. It has the best breakfast burrito this side of the border, and you simply must try the ensaladas. Oh, and the desserts are to die for,” Samantha said.

About fifty feet down the road, we came to a T-intersection. Suddenly, music boomed out of the premises ahead and to the side. We appeared to have moved into the nightclub precinct. Meaning, our lovely stroll hand-in-hand was about to end. I cheekily changed my grip, intertwining our fingers while looking across the road. My subtle change worked, as we kept walking hand in hand.

“On the right, that’s ‘Walker’s Pint’. We won’t be crossing the road for that one,” Samantha said.

“Why? It looks like a happening place.”

“Oh, it’s popular alright. But you’d stand out like a sore thumb dressed like that. Perhaps we’ll come back when you’ve broken in your new boots. It’s the number one lesbian bar in Milwaukee.”

“Let’s leave it a few weeks, Samantha.”

“I can lend you a sexy dress if you like. Or would you prefer to be the butch one?”

We crossed the T-intersection, but instead of heading further north, Samantha steered me onto the side street.

“This place is a little loud,” I said, reading the signs.

“That’s ‘Fluid Milwaukee’. Cheap cocktails, but there’s a high chance Derek and his friends are grinding it out on the dance floor as we speak.”

“Let’s leave that one for another day then, Samantha.”

After walking twenty feet up the side street, Samantha turned right and led us up an even smaller street.

“I’ve got a special treat for you,” Samantha said.

Still walking hand in hand, my mind darted in all directions. A chapel, perhaps? After all, stone is the new white. And Samantha would certainly make a stunning bride.

“Welcome to ‘Engine Company Number 3’.”

I turned to my left and looked across the narrow street. Sitting in pride of place halfway along the road was a two-story cream brick building painted with black trim. A massive, fire-engine red band crossed the building about halfway up.

“That’s not…” I said.

“…it’s an old fire station, Sam. Part of Milwaukee’s firefighting history. But it’s recently become a restaurant.”

An original cement sign clearly displayed the name, with two old-style metal lamps providing sufficient light to make it readable. The garage door had been replaced with a bank of windows, which held the front door as well. Samantha squeezed my hand and led me across the road. While the restaurant was closed, it was well lit within.

“That red staircase looks just like the one at ‘Fire Station 23’.”

“The brunches are awesome. Best in Milwaukee.”

“Perhaps we could come down here for a meal one day, Samantha?”

“Are you asking me out on a date?”

“Well, we both need to eat. And I owe you a meal for taking me under your wing.”

“A simple yes would have sufficed, Sam.”

And with that, Samantha let go of my hand and headed across the street. I knew I’d done the wrong thing. I just didn’t know how to fix it.

We turned right onto ‘West National Avenue’. ‘LaCage Nightclub’ wasn't difficult to spot. Not with the rainbow-colored lights illuminating the upstairs windows. I pulled out my invitation and checked the name twice. Yep, this was the one.

“Why would the entire fire station crew want to meet me at a gay nightclub?” I asked.

“Maybe they wanted you to feel at home, Sam. In familiar surroundings.”

That’s when I knew that my wrong answer a few minutes earlier had broken whatever moment Samantha and I had shared. How could I have been that stupid? This girl was incredible and went out of her way to make me feel welcome. I’m nothing short of an idiot.

“You know I’m not gay, don’t you?” I said.

“Then why do you have a pair of women’s shoes in your living room?”

I finally clicked that Samantha was winding me up. Getting me ready for the ribbing of a lifetime when I met with the crew. At least that’s what I hoped. Surely, my chickening out of asking her on a date wasn’t terminal. Although she sure seemed to have no shortage of guys coming and going from her apartment. Perhaps that’s it. Surely, she must have a boyfriend. Or possibly a string of admirers? I needed to save this moment.

“I wear them because they feel empowering,” I said.

“That’s my boy,” Samantha said. “Have a little fun with it.”

“And yes, I am asking you out on a date,” I said, suddenly empowered.

“Well, that’s a little presumptuous. What do you think my boyfriend would say?”

“At least your having a boyfriend gives me a shot.”

As we approached the venue, the volume of the music soared. I found it difficult to hear Samantha or to be heard. Still, the line was moving quickly, so I stood behind the last person in the line.

“I hope that’s shed some light on the neighborhood for you, Sam.”

“It’s been awesome. Especially the bit where we held hands.”

“Look at you. Haven’t you come out of your shell? It must be the gay nightclub that’s given you a sudden burst of confidence.”

Suddenly, Samantha turned and started walking down the street. I ran after her.

“Sorry, did I say something wrong, Samantha?”

“Many things. But nothing terminal.”

“Then why are you walking away?”

“I need to get home. I’m meeting my brother.”

“Can’t you stay a little longer? Just until I meet up with the crew.”

Samantha pulled out her phone and checked the time.

“I can stay a few minutes longer, Sam. But I’ve still got to walk back home.”

With Samantha standing beside me, I no longer felt like a lamb waiting to be slaughtered. I intertwined my fingers with hers, making it obvious we were together, as the front door slowly approached.


CHAPTER SEVEN


THE LINE SHORTENED more quickly than I anticipated. But it was early in the night, especially for a nightclub. And apart from walking through a metal detector, the entry process appeared quite smooth and simple. Still, I could have been happy standing beside Samantha for quite a bit longer. But unfortunately, that was not to be. I reached out and held Samantha’s hand as she led me into the nightclub. If the music was loud standing in the entry line, that was totally blown away once we made it inside. My ears started ringing within seconds.

“Follow me,” Samantha yelled.

Or something like it. All I could try to do was read lips. And my mind flashed to what else those lips could hold. Surprisingly, the crowd appeared mixed. We snaked on through the venue, passing a massive stage with a DJ rolling between two turntables and several electronic switchboards. Thankfully, Samantha appeared to know where to go.

Behind the stage was a forty-odd foot bar. Ducking and weaving between drink-wielding customers, we traveled along its full length before heading up a small staircase to an upper floor. Two flights of stairs later, we stood virtually alone in a large room with pool tables and a short bar.

“You seem to know your way around, Samantha.”

“There are not many places on this side of the city that I haven’t visited.”

With the music somewhat quieter, Samantha’s walk had slowed a lot. I counted around ten people in the space, but none of them looked familiar. But if there’s one thing I knew about firefighters, they’d be somewhere between the pool tables and the bar. Samantha was spot-on in her logic.

“Can I get you a drink, Samantha?”

“Let’s find your crew first.”

I re-scanned the room before spotting a familiar silhouette sitting at the far end of the bar. The guy looked like Gus, only he was way better dressed.

“Over there,” I said, pointing.

“Lead on.”

As I got closer, it was clear that I’d spotted Gus. At least to me. I still held Samantha by the hand as I sauntered towards my co-worker.

“Are you trying to impress your workmate?” Samantha said.

“What makes you say that?”

“I’m not likely to get lost in this crowd, and you’re holding my hand awfully tight.”

“You can never be too sure, Samantha.”

By now we stood a mere six feet away from Gus. I could clearly see that his hair was slicked back, and he wore an upmarket Hawaiian shirt. The sort that rich people wear on holiday in Florida. And they were paired with tight white pants and blue suede slip-ons. If you’d asked me to describe Gus away from the fire station, there’s no chance I would have even gotten close. As I reached out to tap Gus on the shoulder, he turned.

“Hello sweetheart, I’d almost given up on you.”

What did Gus just say to me? Did he call me sweetheart? Surely, I must have misheard him. Or this was a stitch-up. And what was with his voice? He must have been putting on a show for my companion. There was no other logical explanation. Do I play along with his game? I don’t want Samantha to think I’m gay again. We’ve only just moved past that. At least, I hope we have.

“Well, the traffic was a mess?” Samantha said.

“Like your hair and makeup, sweetie,” Gus said, prompting both of them to burst out laughing.

What happened next left me dumbfounded. Samantha walked past me and held both her hands out for Gus to hug her. And it wasn’t just a civil hug. It reminded me of two soccer players celebrating a cup-winning goal. Gus lifted Samantha off the floor and spun her around and around. He even kissed her on both cheeks.

“Let me get you both a drink. ‘Fluffy Ducks’ all round,” Gus said.

“You can stick your ‘Fluffy Duck’ where the sun doesn’t shine…,”

“…keep a civil tongue in your head, young lady.”

“I’ll have a beer thanks, Gus,” I interjected.

After placing the order, Gus turned to Samantha and me. She’d already pulled up a chair.

“Are you waiting to sit on Samantha’s lap? Or is it legs day?”

I pulled up a stool and sat down.

“How the hell do you two…”

“…know each other. It’s simple genetics, Sam,” Gus interjected.

I looked at Gus. Then studied Samantha’s face. Surely, they can’t be.

“I had a feeling you were the hot piece of ass Sam was constantly talking about,” Gus said.

“I never called you that, Samantha.”

“Don’t you think she’s hot?”

“Yes, of course. But I never said that,” I said.

“Don’t worry, he’s just teasing, Sam.”

“So, how do you two know each other?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Gus said.

“No, else I wouldn’t be asking.”

“I told you I was catching up with my brother,” Samantha said.

“You mean that you two are related?”

“He takes a while, doesn’t he?” Gus said.

As the drinks arrived, I picked mine up and drank the lot.

“Hey, slow down, sweetie. You’re in enemy territory now.”

I looked at Gus, obviously a little perplexed.

“You’re in a gay bar, Sam. And that outfit is going to draw a lot of attention.”

“I wore it to impress Samantha.”

“Oh, that’s sweet,” Samantha said, smiling coyly.

“Where are the others, Gus?” I said, trying to shift the conversation.

“What others?”

“The rest of the ‘twenty-three’.”

“They wouldn’t be seen dead in a gay bar.”

“You know I’m not gay, don’t you, Gus?”

“Yes, you’ve told me that many, many times over the past two days.”

“Vinny likes to play jokes on the new starters. He’s old school and a strict Catholic,” Gus said.

“Then why are you here?”

“Samantha told me you thought the invite was real.”

“And we figured this would be the best place for Gus to let you know he’s gay, Sam.”

Once the initial shock wore off, the three of us stayed until sunrise. We played pool, and danced and drank, never once struggling for conversation. And at no time did I feel like the third wheel. Although it was weird watching Gus grind with some young guys on the dance floor next to Samantha and me. Still, a great evening was had by all. And I ended that night feeling somehow closer to my work and home mentors. At one point, Samantha was approached by two guys. But thankfully, it turned out they were merely clients.


PART THREE


CHAPTER EIGHT


I ARRIVED BACK at my apartment around 6:00 am. The ten-minute walk home became a little longer as Samantha suggested we take in the sunrise over the Kinnickinnic River. The view didn’t disappoint, as a clear star-filled night turned into a bright sun-filled morning. And with Samantha by my side, how could things get any better? I took the initiative and slid my arm around her waist after hearing her teeth chatter. Those few minutes ranked as high as any others I could remember.

Now, the night shift is always a little challenging. While you get to sleep at the fire station, it is often interrupted and cannot be relied upon. But that’s the nature of the fourteen-hour night shift. More scout camp sleepover than sound sleep. Still, it proved a wonderful bonding experience for the crew. Especially for new members like me. A little excited from the activities of the previous night, I rested my head on the pillow and didn’t wake until almost 2:30 pm. With my mouth as dry as a chip, rehydration was the first priority of the day.

As I placed an empty half-gallon water bottle on the kitchen bench, my doorbell rang. I ran towards the door expecting to see Samantha’s gorgeous face.

“I was worried sick about you. I hadn’t seen you go to work,” Wanda said.

“I’m on the night shift for the next two days. But thank you.”

Wanda peered inside my apartment, spotted the strategically placed thigh-high boots, and returned to her apartment.

Feeling better after a deep and restful sleep, I decided to spend what little spare time I had in the gym. I always liked to work the last of any alcohol out of my system before heading to work. While it probably didn’t affect my performance, it just made me feel more work ready. After changing into my workout gear, I quietly slipped past Wanda’s door unnoticed before heading down to the ground floor in the elevator. Unfortunately, the elevator stopped on the fourth floor.

“Nice shorts. Are they silk?” Derek said, reaching out and sampling the fabric.

“Just the usual cotton blend, I assume, thanks Derek.”

“Well, they do suit you. Kind of makes it impossible not to look.”

“As long as they breathe and absorb sweat, I’m happy.”

“Ooh, you’ve given me visions that I may never recover from.”

Instead of waiting for Derek to exit the elevator as I normally would, I hurried to the gym. Along the quick route, I passed Samantha in the lobby. She had a young guy trailing along behind her. How the hell did she look that good after the night we’d had? And it seemed like this wasn’t her first client of the day. Still, I stopped for a second, turned and watched her disappear into the elevator. The guy following her hardly took his eyes off her flawless rear end. The quick weights and cardio session achieved its goal. I left the gym thirty minutes later, having sweated any remaining alcohol from my system. I even visualized Vinny’s face on the speed bag. Telling me not to close the door.

I arrived at the fire station around 3:30 pm. Since the first day, I’d always arrived mid-pack. I met Gus on the way inside. A whole different set of guys were stationed on the day shift. Allowing me to press the flesh with the third of the four crews working at the station. After Gus walked me around and introduced me to each of the new faces, I headed into the locker room. I felt positive about moving on from the past. About embracing my new life with the well-regarded Milwaukee Fire Department. Something I had dreamed of since grade school.

After entering my code, I turned the handle on my locker. It didn’t budge. That’s weird. Let’s try that again. I turned the combination left, then right, then left, then right again. Surely this time it will open. Only again, it didn’t budge. After the third try, I turned and scanned the room. As I did, almost everyone looked away. Only one person met my eyes. And that was Vinny.

“Try sixty-nine, oh, sixty-nine, oh. Or was that what your boyfriend cried out last night?” Vinny said to an uproar from his fellow crew members.

The locker opened when I entered the new code generously provided by Vinny. I put my gear away. Before closing the door, I turned to the lock mechanism and changed the lock combination. At least I didn't have to hunt for my safety gear. That was a massive step forward. Things were getting better, as Gus suggested they would. Vinny had a short attention span and was not up for the long game. I simply needed not to react, and things would settle down. At least that’s what I hoped.

“Okay, crew. We’ve got a team meeting in ten,” Vinny said.

Vinny updated us on the events of the day shift. There had been two jobs that both the fire engine and heavy rescue vehicles had attended. Apart from that, Vinny emphasized our need to keep our training current, asked for volunteers for a local fair, and proudly updated us on the bowling league results. Nothing out of the ordinary, really. Finally, Vinny emphasized the need for us to prepare the vehicles thoroughly for the night shift. Callouts were often serious incidents. And a lack of support meant we were on our own. I figured it was a timely reminder.

Half an hour later, the crew dispersed throughout the firehouse. Part of the crew headed to the kitchen to commence dinner preparations. Another group headed to the dining room to set the table and clean up. The few that were not on meal duty headed to the gym for a workout. Gus and I were rostered on in the dining room. And after clearing the dining table and rounding up the chairs, we set about setting the table for twelve hungry firefighters. Thankfully, there were no callouts early in the night. That enabled the entire crew to eat dinner together, an important bonding experience in the life of a firefighter.

Being rostered on for the dining room meant clearing the plates, washing up and cleaning up the kitchen. Gus and I worked efficiently together, knocking the task off in record time. Finally, at about 10:00 pm, it was time to hit the sack. As the crew filed into the firefighter’s dormitory, I got a tap on the shoulder.

"Follow me," Vinny said.

I looked to Gus, who mouthed, ‘go with it’.

Vinny led me down a long hall to the opposite corner of the fire station. There he turned the doorknob of a room called ‘Meeting Room 2’. I followed Vinny in and went to close the door. What the hell was this about?

"Leave the door open, thanks. At least while I'm here," Vinny said.

I turned to see a single bed placed in the far corner of the room.

The single bed had pink Barbie sheets and a matching Barbie pillowcase on it. While looking like a child’s bedroom, the bed making appeared impeccable. And sitting beside the bed was a chair holding a Barbie nightgown, covered with a mix of Barbie’s head in various poses all over it. Directly below the chair sat a pair of pink fluffy slippers. Probably a size six if I were to guess. The plastic objects appeared to be from a child’s play set.

“Thanks, chief. Wake me if there’s a fire.”


CHAPTER NINE


THAT FIRST NIGHT shift proved to be quite busy. Besides a couple of vehicle accidents, there was a major fire event at an abandoned warehouse. That one took the crew a solid two hours to extinguish. As was common, squatters appeared to be the source of the fire. Luckily, they fled before the fire took control. But this turned out to be my first hands-on opportunity with the crew. And one that I took control of with relish. My skillset came to the fore when Vinny needed someone to scale a three-story wall quickly.

I headed home feeling excited about my achievements, but less than enthusiastic about Vinny’s jokes. It seemed the gay label was something that would persist until the end of the first week at least. It’s not that I worried about the label; it was more the exclusion that worried me. I’d missed the opportunity to bond with my crew in the dormitory, and found them a little distant in social interactions. Being new to town and with no established friendships, I’d placed a lot of faith in my work life extending into my social life.

“Do you want a ride home?” Gus said as we left the fire station.

“Sure, after that night I don’t need any further exercise.”

“Don’t worry. Vinny isn’t always a complete tosser.”

“I’m hoping he’ll move on, Gus. And sooner rather than later would be good.”

“You know what Vinny needs, Sam?”

“This isn’t something sexual, is it?”

“Well, sort of. He needs a root.”

“Why are you looking at me when you say that, Gus?”

“Don’t be silly. You wouldn’t be his type. He needs a fifty-something female with poor taste and a low bar.”

“Like my neighbor, Wanda?”

“Yes, exactly like your neighbor, Sam. Cheap and tacky but ready to rumble.”

“I could invite them both over for dinner. But Vinny wouldn’t set foot in my building.”

“Leave it with me.”

Gus said a quick hello to Samantha when he dropped me off. She had just said goodbye to a client and was about to head back inside. I couldn’t hear what they said, but both of them appeared quite animated. I waited for Samantha, pretending to sort through my mail. The only problem was there wasn’t any. Still, it wasn’t long before I felt a tap on my shoulder.

“Have you got any photos of your Barbie dream bedroom?” Samantha said.

“Your brother has got a mouth like a torn pocket.”

“I’m sorry that Vinny is still riding you hard.”

“I wouldn’t say that to him, Samantha. He’d likely pile more pain on.”

“Don’t worry. Gus and I have a plan to end your tenure as a gay firefighter.”

I opened the door for Samantha before Derek pushed ahead of me, darting out of the door.

“Be careful of Samantha. She’s got quite a set,” Derek said.

“Thanks for the tip, Derek.”

“Hey, if that’s what you’re into, Sam, I could show you a bloody good time.”

I ducked inside before the door alarm started sounding. I’d been caught by that once before. Thankfully, not late in the night. Samantha held the elevator door for me. Her smile sent bolts of excitement up my spine. I felt absolutely shot. It had been a massive night for me. But somehow, even after getting home the previous morning, Samantha looked poised and perfectly presented. I couldn’t understand how she had done it.

“Cat got your tongue?” Samantha said.

“It’s been a big night.”

“Do you mean that our brunch at the ‘Engine Company Number 3’ is off?”

“We didn’t make…”

“…you are off your game, Sam.”

“Sorry, I didn’t get much sleep in that munchkin bed.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll wait until you message me the all clear.”

“Thanks, Samantha. I don’t know what I’d do without you and Gus.”

“I do owe that brother of mine an awful lot. Without him, I wouldn’t be who I am now.”

The elevator bell rang, signaling we’d arrived at our destination. As the doors opened, I spotted Wanda sweeping outside her apartment.

“Yes, I find the laced thigh-high boots a little slow to get off when I get lucky, too. I’d recommend getting the ones with zippers,” Samantha said a little too loudly.

I looked at Wanda, who scowled at me with intent. Feeling my face redden, I headed straight for my door.

While Samantha had saved me from a potentially protracted conversation with Wanda, I worried about what she made of the whole thing. The last thing I wanted was Wanda telling everybody in the building about my faux cover story. Perhaps that’s why Derek seemed ultra-friendly with me. No, he couldn’t think that I did that in the privacy of my apartment. Could he? I dropped my backpack and considered moving the boots. Until Wanda knocked on my door.

“I’m not decent,” I said loudly, before watching Wanda turn and head inside.

After changing into my pajamas, I devoured two bowls of cereal and four pieces of toast. Saving the world sure made me hungry. After a short but relaxing bath, I turned in. Making sure to check the alarm before I did. Given the rotating shifts, I always kept two alarms by the side of my bed. One with an alarm set for day shift. And a second set for the night shift. Each was completely different and clearly marked with an oversized label. Making it virtually impossible to set the wrong wake-up time.

I awoke slightly after 2:00 pm. Feeling somewhat refreshed, I quickly dressed and headed for the gym. It’s amazing how much positivity a good sleep gave me. Gone were all the concerns of the day before. Not Vinny, nor Wanda, not even Derek occupied my thoughts. Opening my front door, I spotted Wanda a few yards in front of me. I knew I’d not be able to ignore her and make it to the elevator without appearing rude. Suddenly, I looked down and saw a large box sitting just outside my door. I bent down and picked it up, looking around me to ensure no one saw me.

The box appeared unusually light. I removed the lid and read a note.

“I’ll need these back, but take one out of the box and admire it, Love Samantha xox,” the message read.

The soft pink leather felt like butter in my hands. How the hell did people make something that soft? I glanced at Wanda, who instantly turned and headed inside her apartment. The coast was suddenly clear.


CHAPTER TEN


ARRIVING AT THE fire station around 3:30 pm, I quickly spoke to a few members of the day shift about their day. From all accounts, it had been rather busy. With a tricky auto accident on ‘Interstate 94’ creating significant work for five nearby fire stations, including ours. With ten cars involved and a dozen commuters taken to hospital, it had been all hands on deck. The crew looked completely shot but were in good spirits.

I felt trepidatious as I stepped into the apparatus bay. What wonderful pranks would Vinny have for me today? Perhaps I’d score a Barbie apron and matching heels to help me cook better. Or maybe a French maid’s outfit would suit me better. Either way, the constant grind of initiation was wearing me down. But as Gus had made clear, I needed to accept whatever came my way. And do my best not to overreact if it were to stop soon.

Gus joined me in the locker room as the tumblers indicated the lock was open. I turned the handle, wondering what delight would spring out at me, or where my gear would end up. But nothing seemed out of order. After unpacking my backpack and stashing a few essentials away, I closed the door and scanned the locker room. No one looked in my direction. Not a single smirk or snicker was to be found.

“Looks like things are on the up, hey, Sam,” Gus said.

Vinny provided the ten-minute warning, allowing us to make it to the dining room in time for the meeting. He outlined the activities of the day shift and even played a little of the coverage from one of the television stations.

“Your crewmates did a brilliant job today. Representing the ‘twenty-three’ with the skill and tenacity we’d all come to expect.”

Perhaps it was the seriousness of the day that had curtailed Vinny’s shenanigans? I found it impossible to read our chief at the best of times. Never knowing exactly what was about to come out of his mouth. But he kept to the script and moved on to a few housekeeping items.

“We have a treat for you guys tonight. No cooking will be required. I won’t say too much, but suffice it to say, you won’t be disappointed.”

What had happened? Had I awoken in an alternate universe? One where Vinny was one of the good guys. A great boss and an inspirational leader. I pinched myself and blinked only to find myself in the same place. As Vinny reminded us of the importance of preparing thoroughly for the night shift, I heard some rumblings behind me. Not raucous ramblings, but whispers and sounds of chairs moving. I turned towards the door to see a familiar smiling face.

“Come on in, girls,” Vinny said, causing everyone to turn towards the door.

“Hey darling, I hope this timing works,” Wanda said.

“Sure, now is perfect, honey.”

Surely, I had to be in that alternate universe. How the hell did Vinny know Wanda, let alone get that familiar with her?

While Wanda dressed somewhat inappropriately, Vinny didn’t seem to mind. Sure, her leopard-skin miniskirt rode a little high. And her black sheer long-sleeved top revealed a little too much of the girls. I suppose the shiny black over-the-knee boots belonged in a fire station. Sort of. But not with a four-inch heel. Still, Vinny seemed impressed, as did a few older members of the crew.

“My special lady, Wanda, has cooked an Italian feast for us tonight. Let’s hear it for Wanda, Vinny said.”

As Vinny kissed Wanda with surprising passion, I noticed a tribe of helpers bring the meal in and set it up on the dining table in front of us. But what followed the delivery surprised me most. Once the delivery crew had set up the feast and left the room, in walked another familiar face. Only this one grabbed the attention of everyone in the room, except for Gus.

“And please welcome Wanda’s partner in making this possible, Samantha,” Vinny said.

Standing in the doorway was nothing short of a goddess. Samantha dressed in faded blue jeans, tight in all the right places and with rips showing more than a little skin beneath. A simple black cable-stitched sweater was partially covered by a leather biker jacket. While open, the jacket had a prominent chrome zipper and sleeves that covered all the way to the fingers. Samantha’s long blonde mane drizzled down over the curves that the tight-fitting jacket hugged. A pair of black suede four-inch stiletto ankle boots completed the ensemble perfectly. She exuded understated elegance.

All eyes remained on Samantha as she strutted towards the dining table before heading my way. As she turned to me, she mouthed, ‘stand up’. With Samantha less than two feet away, I stood and moved clear of the table. As Samantha approached, she opened her arms and kept coming. That first kiss truly electrified me. But Samantha wasn’t done. She kissed me passionately, dropping her hands onto my ass and pulling me close. Who was I to argue? Especially before a room full of my peers.

“Oh, yes. And don’t get any ideas. She’s Sam’s girlfriend,” Vinny said.

That kiss felt like it lasted for ten minutes or more. But it also felt way too short. Eventually, Samantha stepped back a little and placed her arm around my waist. All the crew members sat speechless and with their mouths open.

“I’ll see you in the morning, honey,” Samantha said, before kissing me again and heading out.

The meal was nothing short of delicious. And nobody kept their distance from me while we ate. It seemed everyone wanted to get to know me. And the ‘how did you meet someone like that’ question came up again and again. What could I say? I told the truth. We met by chance. Dumb luck. But I thanked my lucky stars every day. Gus and I avoided cleanup duty. We’d been responsible for the cooking. And there wasn’t a single complaint. The meal was of Nonna-crafted quality, something that the hungry firefighters all appreciated.


PART FOUR


CHAPTER ELEVEN


GUS GAVE ME a ride home after work. I felt totally energized. This was the reason I’d moved to the big city. Suddenly, I was accepted and viewed as an important part of an important team.

“I don’t know how you guys pulled that off, but thanks, Gus.”

“Don’t thank me. I merely pointed out the connection. Samantha did all the rest.”

“Well, I will thank her personally as soon as I get home. That is unless she’s hosting another of her clients.”

“Do I hear a touch of the green-eyed monster coming out?”

“Well, every day there’s a trail of young guys heading into Samantha’s apartment looking sullen, before coming out half an hour later with a cheek-to-cheek smile.”

“You obviously haven’t asked Samantha what she does, then?”

“No. It never came up in conversation.”

“Samantha is the physiotherapist for the Milwaukee Ballet.”

“And that’s why…”

“…fit young guys are always visiting Samantha.”

“That explains a lot, Gus. Thanks.”

As Gus pulled up at my apartment, I saw Samantha farewelling a client. No wonder he looked fit. And no wonder Samantha wasn’t interested in him.

“But there is something else you need to know about Samantha. Though it’s not my secret to tell,” Gus said.

I thanked Gus for the ride and for his help in guiding me during my first week.

“How did the rest of your shift go?” Samantha asked as I opened the door for us both.

“I really owe you big time. I’ve never seen Vinny so happy, and the rest of the crew were finally welcoming.”

“And did you get to sleep in a big boy bed, Sam?”

“Yes, I slept as well as could be expected.”

“I assumed you would have slept like a baby.”

“No, I had this image of you kissing me stuck in my head, Samantha.”

“Sorry about that. I went a little off script.”

“Could we pick up where we left off?”

“I am working, you know, Sam.”

“Sorry, I meant let’s grab that brunch at the ‘Engine Company Number 3’.”

“I’m booked all day, I’m afraid. Can we take a rain check?”

“Well, I do get four days off now. When is your next appointment?” I said, prompting Samantha to look at her watch.

“Looks like I’m all yours for the next sixty minutes.”

By this time, we stood in the hallway outside our apartments.

“Mine or yours for coffee?” I asked.

“Well, I’ve seen yours a few times. I think it’s time for me to show you mine, Sam.”

I waited excitedly behind Samantha as she opened the door. The sound of a phone hanging up stopped as we entered.

“Let me check that message. It might be from Dominic,” Samantha said.

Samantha disappeared for a few minutes while I stood still, checking out the apartment. The floor plan was nothing like mine. It appeared to have three bedrooms and three bathrooms.

“How do I get an apartment like this?” I said, when Samantha reappeared.

“There’s only one, I’m afraid. You’d have to move in with me, Sam.”

Samantha made a pot of tea while we chatted. It turned out Wanda and Vinny were long-lost sweethearts. All she needed to do was hook them up again. And the Italian feast was Wanda’s idea. Making me feel bad for not being such a welcoming neighbor.

“Gus mentioned there’s something you wanted to tell me, Samantha.”

“Boy, you get right down to it quickly, don’t you?

“I’ve only got you for the hour.”

“That was Dominic, canceling our appointment. Your time just doubled.”

“Perhaps I could take you out for brunch?”

“Or I could give you a relaxing massage, Sam?”

Samantha led me into a bedroom that had been set up for her work. While her physiotherapy credentials covered the walls, it turned out she’d worked her way through college as a masseuse.

“Take your clothes off and place them on the chair,” Samantha instructed.

“That sounds a little one-sided.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll slip into something less comfortable while you’re getting ready.

As I lay on the table, attempting to cover my ass with a hand washer, I heard the sound of footsteps on floorboards. And not just any footsteps, but the distinctive sound of fine stilettos on polished boards. As the door opened, I turned my head to see Samantha’s ethereal image dressed in white surrounded by light.

“Don’t look. I want to surprise you,” Samantha said.

I heard Samantha walk behind me and across the room. She stopped adjacent to my shoulders. I desperately wanted to open my eyes but played along.

“Let’s start with those broad shoulders of yours, Sam.”

“My lower back is a little sore too.”

“There’s no rush. We’ve got two hours.”

Samantha’s fingers danced across my shoulders as she located areas of stiffness and soreness.

“I may have to straddle you to get those knots out.”

“You are the professional. I trust you, Samantha.”

I felt the table creak as Samantha placed a knee on either side of my lower back. She kneeled upright at first, as she drizzled oil all the way down my spine.

The strength of Samantha’s grip surprised me as she went to work with deep tissue massage around my neck. It was a pain leading to pleasure moment as her skilled fingers dug deep yet soothed the root of the tension.

“You really need to relax your body more often,” Samantha said.

“I have a neighbor who may be able to help with that.”

With my shoulders feeling suddenly loose and relaxed, Samantha’s hands slid down my sides, searching for further knotting. She slid her backside over mine, causing my soldier to stiffen. Thankfully, I was facing down. After applying more oil, Samantha worked her magic across my back, unknotting a couple of problem areas. With her backside resting on my thighs, Samantha placed a hand on each of my hips and slid them upward.

“Tell me if I’m too firm,” Samantha said, as she reached my rhomboids.

Suddenly, I felt Samantha’s lower body slide against my ass. What was that object sliding between my buttocks? It appears that Samantha does have a big secret. But when her heavenly 36Cs dropped onto my back, and then slid up my back, all was forgotten. Once Samantha reached the top, she lay flat across my body for about ten seconds before she slid back down again.

“It’s all good at this stage, Samantha.”

Once Samantha’s hands moved upwards again, I knew what to expect. Waiting expectantly for her to reach the top, and kiss the back of my neck.

“I can see why you have such a loyal clientele.”

“Oh, very few of them get the VIP treatment.”

Arriving at the top for a third time, Samantha ran her hands out along my arms while rocking her hips from side to side. My soldier felt about to explode.

“There’s a lot of tension in your lower half. I know just the remedy for that. Roll over, Sam.”

Samantha slid her body back down and dismounted the table. So, this was the secret Gus mentioned. I carefully rolled over and smiled at Samantha.

“Are happy with my equipment?“ Samantha asked.


CHAPTER TWELVE


AS I ROLLED over, my soldier flicked free and stood at attention.

“As you can see, I couldn’t be happier,” I said.

Samantha leaned down and kissed me with venom. I slid my hand through her luscious blonde mane and held her close. Our tongues battled for supremacy before agreeing to a truce. Samantha reached out and slid the back of her hand across my cheek. I saw a tear roll down her cheek.

I sat up on the table before standing and stepping forward. My soldier kept saluting, making it easy for Samantha to wrap her hand around the girth. I took the initiative and moved my lips towards Samantha’s. Her hand slid along my soldier from head to root, while our tongues playfully wrestled. After a couple of strokes, Samantha changed her grip, and I suddenly felt something super soft rub against my soldier. My legs shook a little each time Samantha’s two-handed grip moved beyond the center.

I clasped my hands behind Samantha’s back, only lightly, not wanting to shift the dynamic of her action. Samantha’s touch was skillful, turning the burly firefighter in front of her to water. Totally disarming him. But I wasn’t the only one whose excitement escalated. Suddenly, Samantha’s breathing labored, and her kissing became ragged. How she remained focused I’ll never know. But her legs shook as her face reddened. And then.

“I’m coming,” I screamed.

As a torrent of my warm nectar gushed into Samantha’s pelvis, I felt mine warm considerably.

“Me too,” Samantha moaned.

Her hand action continued for another ten seconds. Before the pace slowed and the grip loosened.

“What was that, Samantha? That was amazing.”

“Are we talking or doing? The clock is ticking.”

“My lips are sealed.”

I immediately took the initiative. After tasting Samantha’s plump lips once more, I stepped around behind her. Kissing her neck and ears before positioning my mouth on the nape of her neck.

“Someone is getting a little excited again,” Samantha said.

There was no need for me to use my hands. Samantha’s ass and a little light grinding did the trick. It brought my soldier back to attention in record time. Instead, I placed a hand on each of Samantha’s hips to control the motion remotely. As Samantha rocked from side to side, her stunning 36Cs swayed in rhythm. And my kisses shifted towards Samantha’s ears.

“Is the student trying to seduce the teacher?” Samantha said before shivering as my kiss hit its mark.

“Hey, can you reach the end of the table?”

“If you want me to bend over, just ask.”

“Would you mind bending over, Samantha? I promise it’ll be worth it.”

As Samantha dropped her hands onto the table and slid them along the sides, I knelt down. As her body dropped, I moved her legs apart, uncovering the focus of my next assault. After kissing Samantha’s left ass cheek, I moved to the right.

“Enough with the foreplay. We’re on the clock,” Samantha said.

My response was a playful but noticeable bite of the right buttock.

I drizzled a little homemade lubricant on Samantha’s starfish before preparing myself for docking. It didn’t take much to get my seven-inch soldier to stand at attention again. I placed my soldier against Samantha’s starfish before pushing with some force. But Samantha wanted this as much as I did and offered little resistance. Around five inches slid inside on the first thrust, after which Samantha eagerly consumed my complete offering.

“Ooh, that’s the spot,” Samantha moaned.

With my pelvis connected to Samantha’s buttocks, I held her hips tightly and drew back. Samantha’s ass felt like a thousand masseurs working my soldier all at once. I pushed deep again before drawing back a few more times. Working up a smooth rhythm moved us both towards the inevitable ending. Each time I pushed deep, Samantha let out a chirping sound, while each time I drew back my breathing became more ragged.

“Finish me off, Sam.”

I didn’t need detailed instructions or a manual. The time had come for me to give in to animal instinct and switch into overdrive. I thrust harder and harder and pushed deeper and deeper until I lost control over my actions. My soldier spasmed as I drew back in preparation for the ultimate thrust. I drove hard once more before delivering my warm gift deeper than I’d been before. Once I’d started my release, I held my pelvis tight against Samantha’s buttocks until every part of my gift had been delivered.

“I get the feeling you’ve done that before,” Samantha said.

“This might not be my first backdoor delivery.”

“Don’t speak too loudly, or Derek will suddenly appear.”

“No one else in this building is on my delivery list.”

After cleaning up the office, Samantha and I retired to the bedroom. Even though I’d worked a full fourteen-hour night shift, there was no way I was cutting short my two-hour slot. Samantha even modeled a few of her ‘Shoe Boutique’ purchases for me. Little did I know that different heels led to different angles. And I insisted that Samantha prove her point over the following hour.

Wanda was present during my walk of shame. But like Vinny, her demeanor had shifted almost one hundred and eighty degrees. She smiled and asked how the meal went down. I told her what a handsome pair she and Vinny made. It felt like a new start. A do-over, though I wasn’t yet ready to remove my Wanda proofing. I slept until 5:00 pm when Samantha’s last client left. And she returned to find me at her door, flowers and wine in hand, ready for another delightful evening.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


SAMANTHA AND I spent that night in each other’s arms. With no shifts to worry about for four days, there was only one thing on my mind. And Samantha seemed more than happy to accommodate all of my wishes. Well, when I say one thing, we did that one thing in many ways. Including many ways that I never understood were ways at all. Not only did I learn how to please a girl like Samantha, I learned more about myself and my boundaries than I expected. But after that first night, my confidence rose. I manned up and went back for more the following night. And the next night, and so on.

While Samantha’s apartment contained enough room for both of us, our work schedules combined with her work-from-home setup made moving in quickly impractical. It’s not like either of us couldn’t walk the twenty feet to each other’s apartments. And it took the pressure off our fledgling relationship. Although we did exchange keys. Even if Samantha’s keys came with strict limitations on access during the workday. While I got close to breaching the rules after a particularly difficult night shift, things worked out well.

My career with the Milwaukee Fire Department went from strength to strength. With a rare specialist set of skills, my services were not only called upon by ‘Fire Station 23’. At least once a week, the neighboring stations contacted Vinny to get access to me as well. That put Vinny in an enviable position, which he obviously savored. I quickly became seen as an asset, rather than the guy you send to a dormitory at the far end of the station. And never again did Vinny ever tell me not to close the door to his office.

Wanda and Vinny’s romance took off at warp speed. Apparently, they’d been a couple throughout secondary school. For over seven years, they’d been inseparable. Until Vinny’s parents told him it was time to find a nice Italian girl and settle down. It turns out that Vinny was asked to choose between his family and the love of his life. And he got pressured into making a decision he regretted ever since. In fact, he never married and became work focused. Never having the fortitude to go against his parents. But with his parents no longer in the picture, Vinny’s relationship with Wanda picked up exactly where it left off. Allowing me to move one door closer to Samantha.

Almost immediately I’d been drawn to Samantha. And it wasn’t just because of her incredible looks. Sure, she was the prettiest girl I’d ever laid my eyes on, but there was something deeper about our connection. It almost felt like we were soulmates from another lifetime. Everything about Samantha excited me. And I never got sick of spending time with her. I finally took Samantha out for a meal at the ‘Engine Company Number 3’. And it was everything Samantha promised and more. Plus, we visited the beer garden, the Mexican restaurant and plenty of other spots up and down our local road. And once Wanda moved out, I no longer needed Samantha’s elite misdirection skills to escape overzealous neighbors.


MY OTHER BOOKS!

Thank you for reading one of my books! I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it for you. I’m probably in the process of working on another book right now.

To keep you up to date with my next releases, I’ve set up a mailing list and you are most welcome to subscribe. If you sign up, you'll be first to know when I RELEASE NEW BOOKS, or offer EXCLUSIVE GIVEAWAYS.
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I value your privacy and would never spam you. You can unsubscribe at any time by clicking the link at the bottom of any email, or emailing yumi@yumicox.com
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Yumi


DIVERSITY HIRE
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Can love truly blossom in the workplace? Is the reward really worth the risk?

John Dennis appears to have lucked into his dream job. Based in beautiful Atlanta, there’s challenge and mental stimulation and he works with some of his best friends. Plus, there’s plenty of travel. Something that John truly loves.

But one rash decision at the Christmas Party puts everything at risk. Work friends become more than just friends, making things more than a little uncomfortable for John. And almost forcing him to reconsider his perfect career.

So, when John’s boss asks him to lead an international expansion effort, John jumps at it. Not only will the assignment give him desperately needed space from a love struck colleague, he gets to work right across Europe. Only there’s one catch.

If you like transgender romance stories full of action and intrigue, then you’ll love DIVERSITY HIRE. The latest novel from indie author Yumi Cox.

Will John follow his heart and embrace love? Or will his past mistakes prevent him from taking a chance on love?


SHAMROCKED
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How do you act confident when you’ve always been in the shadows? Can different circumstances change your behaviour?

“Don’t bring back anyone other than an Irish girl”. They were Mary McGuire’s clear instructions to her sons as she farewelled them at North Dakota airport. What were the odds that both boys could meet her wishes on tour in Italy? A billion to one.

Callum McGuire has a lot going for him. He’s smart, capable and he comes from a loving family. But being the youngest of three siblings in a small regional USA town has its drawbacks. Especially when both your elder siblings are worshipped as local sporting heroes. Something his massive hulk of a brother, Thomas, reminds him of every day.

So, when Callum accompanies Thomas on an all-expenses paid trip to Italy in search of a wife, he is forced to make a choice. Stand up to Thomas and connect with the girl of his dreams, or sit back and forever live life in Thomas’ shadow. But is twenty-one years of behaviour easy to turn around in five days?

If you like transgender romances where the underdog prevails, like ‘Fifty First Dates’ then you’ll love ’SHAMROCKED’. The latest story from indie author Yumi Cox.

Will Callum stand up for himself in order to connect with the girl of his dreams? Or will his brother spoil the party and any chance he has for future happiness?


THE SUPERHOST
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Do you believe that a total stranger could instantly know you better than you know yourself?

Aiden Young is a shy country boy made good since his move to the big city. With his big sister, Sally, he has built a successful multi-million dollar business, while they both maintain solid careers. And all this before he turns thirty. While Sally considers Aiden’s life boring, he has everything going for him, except a viable love life. Having recently split from yet another unfulfilling relationship, Aiden wonders how to change his luck, else he is doomed to stay single, forever.

So, when Sally suggests travel to heal Aiden’s broken heart, he is at first underwhelmed by the idea. But Sally, the manager of a successful debt collection agency, can be quite persuasive when she wants, and rarely takes no for an answer, especially from her little brother. She knows exactly which buttons to push and soon books him on a month-long holiday in the stunning Italian Riviera. At an Airbnb overlooking the picturesque Mediterranean Sea.

But when Aiden arrives in Italy, not everything goes to plan. Jet lagged from a twenty-six-hour flight, and unable to speak a word of Italian, he must rely on his gracious Airbnb Superhost, the man-mountain Jason, to help him navigate a series of challenges. But with challenges comes opportunities. And Aiden soon identifies the opportunity of a lifetime, and one that could change his love life, forever. That is if his insecurities, and the risk of losing his only support, can be overcome.

If you like coming of age romances like ‘Sixteen Candles’ or ‘Grease’, then you’ll love ‘THE SUPERHOST’. The latest novel from indie author Yumi Cox.

Will Aiden step up and grasp the perfect opportunity to heal his broken heart, or will his insecurities stop him dead in his tracks.ate replacement?


WOKE UP MARRIED
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Have you heard a rebound is the best way to recover from a broken heart? But what if you rebound a little too far?

Charles Simpson was a shattered man. Having his heart broken by his long-time girlfriend, Charles’ best mates Russell and Garry insist only a change of scenery could mend his broken heart. His workaholic Silicon Valley lifestyle is not conducive to recovery, and he needs to find a rebound to enable him to move on.

So, Russell and Garry devise the perfect remedy for a broken heart. A four-night trip to Las Vegas, where all the ingredients for his recovery exist, and within a walkable distance for an inebriated Charles. And Charles promises his mates to let his hair down and embrace everything Vegas has to offer. He puts his trust in his wingmen as they plan the ultimate trip, one that would make their younger selves proud.

But when Charles gets separated from his wingmen, no-one imagined Charles would take things to the next level. He embraces all that Las Vegas is famous for and wakes up in bed with a drop-dead gorgeous local girl, Victoria Erikson. She is everything Charles could ever imagine in a partner, and then some. And after just one night with Victoria, Charles’ life will never be the same. He just wishes he could remember any of it.

If you like stories full of fun, mystery and intrigue like ‘The Hangover’, then you’ll love ‘WOKE UP MARRIED’. The latest novel from indie author Yumi Cox.

Will Charles get a little too excited and over-commit to his rebound, or will his wingmen control his drunken urges?


SUMMER LOVERS
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Have you ever been stuck in the friendship zone for just a little too long? How do you move to be more than just friends?

Sam Dean is a gifted musician who has just finished the third year of his engineering degree. Unlike his rich kid friends, Sam works several jobs to afford his college education, let alone save for a holiday. This allows little time for romance, and leaves him lacking confidence, although he has no shortage of suitors.

With his best friends, the recently engaged Carl and Winnie, and trust fund girl Jessica, Sam plans for a Summer in Greece. Trouble is Jessica sees it as a romantic couples’ trip, while Sam has no romantic interest in Jessica, whatsoever. He wants a ‘Summer Lovers’ Fling with a gorgeous European girl.

Landing in Athens, Sam spots Swedish songbird, Hannah, and becomes more than a little smitten. Sam goes out of his way to attend Hannah’s shows almost nightly, impressing Hannah while annoying Jessica no end. He even joins her show, singing love song duets with her. But Sam lacks the confidence to take the big next step and ask Hannah out.

If you like transgender romance stories in the mold of ‘Music and Lyrics’, stories that make your heart go ‘Pop’, then you’ll love ‘Summer Lovers’. The latest novel from indie author Yumi Cox.

Will Sam be able to deflect Jessica’s advances and work up the courage to ask Hannah out, or will his ‘Summer Lovers’ Fling become yet another unfulfilled dream?


DOUBLE TROUBLE
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What would you do if you discovered your partner had a secret double-life? What secrets would you be okay with? Which ones would be show stoppers?

Joe Angel is a young guy with everything going for him. A qualified tradesman, he works with a great bunch of mates, lives in a fancy part of Boston, and has a super hot girlfriend, Helen. What more could a young bloke want?

But his love life is pretty much on hold. While he works days, she works nights, and they rarely get alone time together. And when they do, Helen keeps getting called into work in the middle of the night. And she’s a corporate cleaner. What’s with that? His friends lay bets that she’s leading a secret double-life.

When Joe visits his first strip club, ‘The Foxy Lady’, on a mate’s Bucks Night, his life spirals out of control. He spots Helen riding a pole in the centre of the club, and all of his mates immediately recognise her, too. Or at least he thinks it’s Helen. If not, it must be her doppelgänger. So, he hatches a plan to confront Helen, all while the intoxicated Buck shoves fifty dollar notes into her bra.

If you like transgender romance stories in the mold of ‘Pretty Woman’, then you’ll love ‘Double Trouble’. The latest novel from indie author Yumi Cox.

Will Joe successfully keep his cool and get to the bottom of Helen’s secret double-life, or will he lose control and the love of his life, forever?


ABOUT YUMI
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Yumi Cox is a young writer on the rise from the beautiful city of Newcastle, Australia via Kyoto, Japan.

Growing up amongst the rich culture of Japan, Yumi was able to explore her imagination through comic books, short stories and classic novels.

Moving to Australia at age thirteen, she experienced passion, love and sex for the first time, which she channels into her writing.

Yumi spends her time equally between the traditional and reserved Japan and the youthful and vibrant Australia.

Yumi chose to become a writer of erotic romance in order to embrace the duality of her life.

Checkout Yumi’s novels on Amazon or Goodreads.

Or follow her on Facebook or Twitter.

STORY IDEAS ARE ALWAYS WELCOME

If you’ve got an idea for a novel, or there’s a kink you particularly like, drop Yumi an email – she’d love to include your feedback in her next novel!

Want to get in touch with her? That’s also easy! Email: yumi@yumicox.com
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